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In order to effectively deal with our selected theme,
The Problem of Christian Education Among "Young Adults"
in Rural Black Churches of the Southern United States,
it is necessary, first, to describe just who the "young
adults" in the church are - both in their uniqueness and
their commonality.
We must look at the rural "Black" church and at some
of its functions which we feel have a direct bearing on
the church’s ability to affect the lives of these "young
adults" through its Christian education program.
Christian education: its meaning, its principle, its
aim and its program are other factors that must be con¬
sidered in the development of this essay.
Finally, we must consider the problems which are
hindering the rural Black church in its administration of




The task of defining "young adults", as it relates
to age and state of maturity, becomes a rather difficult
problem, as there is no clear line between later
adolescence and early adulthood.
The adolescent may show strong signs of maturity
having developed well beyond his/her age level; while
in early adulthood, one may show just the opposite.^
The acuteness of the difficulty in differentiating
between adulthood and adolescence can be seen in the
following exerpts from writings of Erikson:
"Only at adolescence has the young person
encountered serious pressure that motivates
him to start defining himself and ultimately
settle on an identity. Each individual is
unique, and no two persons ever develop in
quite the same manner, for each resolves
his problems somewhat differently."2
Ross Synder says practically the same in describing
"young adulthood". He states the following:
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"Young adulthood is not just a phase which
a person passes through on the way to adulthood.
Rather, it is an era: a time in which certain
important events and happenings are taking place
within a person. It is a period in one's history
in which crucial developmental issues are bursting
forth, "itching" to be solved.
Still another prolific scholar on young adults, J.
Gordon Chamberlin, four decades ago, wrote:
"Young adult" is a comparatively new term.
Whenever it is discussed, the first question
is, who are young adults?" Frequent answers
to this question are: "Those between twenty-five
and thirty-five years of age", "the young married
couples who are just establishing their homes",
and "young men and women just graduating from
college".
...To assume that this relatively ambiguous
term "young adults" applies to all young men
and women between certain ages, or with a special
marital status, or upon any particular educational
level, only creates confusion. Young adults
have only one thing in common - they are young
at the business of being adults."^
Based upon findings of a team of researchers of Youth
and Adult Committees of the Division of Christian Education
of the National Council of Churches in the early 1950's^,
several general conclusions are made, two of which we make
use of in our attempt to identify our usage of the term
"young adults". First, the persons the church has
categorized as older youth and young adults are actually
one unit, grouping, or focus of concern, rather than two.
The second is that, although there are distinctive
psychological needs which create one young adult unit,
there are wide sociological divergences within this unit.
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such as martial status, educational background, economical
status, whether they are employed or unemployed, etc.®
The crucial issue of identifying just who the "young
adults" are in the church remains unresolved. I do find,
however, that the grouping of young men and women of the
late teens to thirty-five best fits the category of "young
adults" on which this essay attempts to focus. Persons
of this age group are best characterized as transitional,
in that they are, or at least should be to some degree,
assuming the responsibility of working out life's issues
which will move them from youth to adult maturity. In
this process, they have specific and unique needs which
distinguish them, on the one hand from youth, and on the
other hand from more mature adults.
Since these young men and women may not have very
much in common, such as education, career, experiences
and the like, the rural church serves as a coming together
point or "blending" agent for them. And they constitute
a significant number of the total membership in this "Black"
church. Several questions come to mind in regards to their
relationship with this church: What effect does this church
have on their lives as they go about working out their
life's problems? How does the rural Black church minister
to their special needs through Christian Education as
compared to its preaching ministry and other services it
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provides to them? And what are some of the major problems
that prevent it from doing an effective ministry of Christian
Education?
The answer to these questions may well be rooted within
the uniqueness of the Black church itself as seen in it's
long-standing practices and it's organizational and
administrative functions. These functions have a common
semblance in all Black congregations and particularly in
those denominations into which Blacks have more readily
flocked since the days of slavery, such as Baptist, Methodist
and Holiness.”^ It is in these churches that we find the
greater number of Black young adults throughout the Southern
United States, our area of focus.
Chapter 2
AN OVERVIEW OF THE RURAL BLACK CHURCH
The rural Black church is basically a weekend operation.
Although many of them have reached the point where they
hold worship services each Sunday, there are still a
remarkable number of them which have not yet developed
beyond twice-a-month worship. In fact, there are still
some which meet only once-a-month in worship service. Even
those which meet every Sunday, seldom have program activities
going on in them during other days of the week apart from
an occasional board or auxiliary meeting and/or choir
rehearsal.
Most rural Black churches have some form of Christian
educational activities, but they are often limited to a
mini-Sunday School.® For the most part, these meet each
Sunday morning, dismissing in time to allow participants
to attend worship service or to visit other churches in
the community which may be having worship services.
The rural Black church is generally made up of three
basic groups as it relates to the overall rural Black
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community population. First, there are those who for
whatever reason, have not become involved in the "migratory"
movement of Blacks from the rural South into urban areas
of the South or to the even larger urban cities of the
far North. These persons may include those who are quite
satisfied with the quieter life which they feel can only
be found in the slow-paced rural environment.
Also included in this group are those who have remained
due to some unforeseeable circumstances and conditions
such as the responsibility of caring for aged or ailing
parent(s), or even convinced that they themselves were
too old and/or feeble to pull up roots and start life anew
in some far-away city - cold, cruel and vastly different
from the humble rural environment which they have known
and loved all of their lives. This group of rural
"homesteaders" also includes those who have, inspite of
the limited employment opportunities that may exist for
Blacks in rural areas, found life-fulfilling employment,
either in the immediate rural area or within a reasonable
commuting distant which allows them to work and return
home without undue hardship.
The second basic group found in the rural Black church
Includes those who may have left at some time or other,
but, for any number of reasons, have returned to the rural
to live. Some could not or did not make the necessary
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adjustment to change from rural to city life. Others are
those who successfully lived in urban centers over the
years and having reached the age or state in life wherein
they were able to retire from long-held jobs - or in many
cases, disillusioned because they couldn't find a job -
have come back to live in the rural, and ultimately to
become a part of the rural Black church. Included among
these returnees are those who came back "home" to fulfill
their life-long dream of returning to a friendlier climate
to live out the rest of their lives among relatives and
friends. Still others came back as a means of survival.
They have returned and many of them have found their way
back into the rural Black churches in their home communities.
Finally, there are those persons in the rural Black
church who have not yet reached the stage or condition
in life where their decision to stay or leave has been
finalized. These persons are still struggling in the
formative stages of life, and are still engaged in the
act of becoming mature, responsible, self-fulfilling adults.
Some of them are still in college and are anxiously awaiting
graduation and the landing of their first job. Some are
working at trying to establish families on means that are
far too meager to adequately sustain their efforts. Then
there are those who may have already finished college and
are just waiting to get that special assignment in the
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area for which they have been trained. However, due to
the very limited job and career opportunities that are
available in the rural, it is quite likely that many of
these young men and women will also join the migratory
flight in the not too distant future, in search of jobs
and careers in the larger urban centers, or some other
areas other than in the rural area which they now call
home.
As an important community agency in rural areas, the
Black church faces a variety of problems, particularly
in its attempt to effectively minister to the young adults
in these groups. Most of the programs in the Black church
tend to be geared toward the more mature segment of the
congregation, rather than in the direction of helping young
adults work out their life's concerns.
Although the problem of how to effectively minister
to young adults is wide and varied within the Black church
throughout both urban and rural areas, it appears to be
greater among the rural Black churches in the South. It
is equally important to point out that here and there,
throughout the South, there are those rural Black churches
that are quite an exception to the rule. Any number of
these churches pride themselves in having in place well
structured programs of Christian education which captivate
and hold the interest of all age groups, especially those
of the "young adults".
Chapter 3
CHRISTIAN EDUCATION, ITS DEFINITION
As we approach the subject of Christian education,
the first question one should expect is. What is Christian
education? The answers to this question would probably
be as numerous as there are writers on the subject. However,
we shall list a few in order to note a simularity that
exists in each of them.
According to Roy Zuch,
"Evangelical Christian education is the
Christ-centered, Bible-based, pupil-related process
of communicating God's written Word (and all
of truth) through the power of the Holy Spirit,
for the purpose of leading pupils to Christ and
building them up in Christ",^
Paul Vieth, another prolific writer on the subject,
gives still another definition.
"Christian education is the process by which
persons are confronted with and controlled by
the Christian gospel. It involves the efforts
of the Christian community to guide both young
and adult persons toward an even richer possession
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of the Christian heritage and a fuller
participation in the life and word of the Christian
fellowship.
Dr. Jonathan Jackson, a highly respected professor
of Christian education at The Interdenomination Theological
Center, gives a most readily accepted definition as he
states the following:
"Christian education is that ministry that
undergirds and support all other ministries of
the church."11
It is our conviction that since Christian education
is a ministry that undergirds and supports all other
ministries of the church, no church can afford to be without
a sound and workable Christian education program if it
is to do an effective job in the training of its members
in the process of becoming mature followers of Jesus Christ.
Rural Black churches can greatly strengthen their ministries
by placing high priority on Christian education for the
"young adults".
Principles of Christian Education
The principles of Christian education are found in
the very nature of the church. Christian education is
a part of the program of the church. Christian teaching
is a ministry. Since the church is the divinely appointed
agency for the proclamation of the Gospel to the world.
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it is to the church that we look for a genuine Christian
education. God has made His will known in His Word. The
Word of God is, therefore, the authority and source for
the program of Christian education in the local church.
It holds to reason, therefore, that if the rural Black
church is to have an effective ministry of Christian
education, it must stick close to the Word of God and under
the leadership of the Holy Spirit who is the divine guide
in all the ways of God.
The program of the church can be divided into five
major divisions: Evangelism, Worship, Education, Fellowship,
and Service. Christian education should therefore,
undergird, support, and indeed cover all these areas. This
undergirding and supportive ministry is greatly needed
in the rural Black church.
The church has an educational responsibility. It
is seen in the obligation to carry out the teaching
responsibility. It is seen in the obligation to carry
out the teaching responsibility embraced in the Great
Commission. It is revealed in the obligation to develop
Christian personality following the new birth. From the
New Testament record, we can see that the church is obligated
to harbor and protect its membership against heresy and
unbelief. We can discover how the early church expressed
its teaching in doctrinal form for the Instruction of the
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people, being careful, however, to maintain life and power
along with precept. We see how standards of social life
and ethical conduct were greatly stressed, thus, in one
sense of the word, the whole church becomes a school whose
purpose is to work with God in the creation and development
of Christian personality.12
Aims of Christian Education
The word "aims” is used in conjunction with the word
"objective" and gives us the sense in which we see the
meaning of a "goal". Aims and goals are essential in
Christian education for a number of reasons. They provide
a sense of direction; they give vision and foresight, a
basis for standards; they motivate the teacher-learner
process; they provide a means of guidance in the selection
of materials and methods; they enable both teacher and
pupil to evaluate the teaching -learning process; they
save time and provide a sound basis for cooperation; and
last, but not least, they provide a basis for integrating
and correlating the various factors in the curriculum.
Purposes and objectives have been variously classified.
Some refer to them as general and specific; others use
terms ultimate and proximate or immediate. It is exceedingly
important that the Christian educator be very clear on
what these objectives are and how to use them.
An examination of scriptural record and the needs
of society and the individual makes it possible to discover
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the general purposes and objectives which guide the whole
process of Christian education. They are as follows:
1. "Investigation - Find the man (Luke 19:10; John
4:35)
2. Evangelization - Win the man (Luke 19:10)
3. Identification - Hold the man (Col. 2:5,7)
4. Information - Build the man (II Peter 3:18)
5. Santification - Purify, empower, and fill the
man (Acts 15:8,9)
6. Consecration - Use the man (Rom.12:1,2)
7. Supervision - Improve the man (II Tim. 2:15)
8. Perfection - Mature the man (II Tim. 3:17)"13
Rural Black churches that aim at these goals can be
reasonably assurred of enjoying a great degree of success
in fulfilling the church's responsibility as an agency
for Christian education, as it works with "young adults"
within the church and community.
The Program of Christian Education
According to H. W. Byrne:
"The basis upon which the program of Christian
education in the local church rests is found
in the purpose of the church and the pattern
it has laid out for imitation. The great objective
is Christian character. It follows naturally
then that all activities, materials, methods,
and content which go into the program should
be bent to the realization of the great objective.
In fact the program can be evaluated to the extent
by which the purposes are realized in the creation
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and development of Christian personality. In
doing this, both evangelism and teaching are
an integrated program of Christian education.
Thus, Christian education becomes the very heart
of the local church, and the primary means by
which the goals are reached. The church becomes
a great school of Christian living and service.
"The program becomes the instrument through which
the objectives are realized. It can also, in a sense,
be called the 'curriculum' for the church's training program.
And it should be Christ-controlled (by His Spirit),
Bible-integrated, pupil-related, and socially-applied. The
elements found in the pattern of the church's evangelism,
education, fellowship, worship and service should be
carefully included in the program. Thus, a comprehensive







7. Leadership education and development
8. Stewardship
9. Social action
10. Techniques of evangelism
11. Worship







Such comprehensive programs would greatly enhance
the rural Black church to better serve its "young adults"
in the area of Christian education, and would render very
valuable aids to these "young adults", as they engage in
the struggle of becoming mature responsible adult members
of the church community.
Chapter 4
PROBLEMS THAT HINDER THE RURAL
BLACK CHURCH IN ITS ADMINISTRATION
OF CHRISTIAN EDUCATION TO ITS "YOUNG ADULTS"
We feel the need to point out that eventhough we
sent more than one hundred questionnaires to pastors
of most major denominations throughout Alabama,
Mississippi, Georgia, Florida and South Carolina, responses
received from these inquiries were not very encouraging.
Very few pastors or church representatives responded
in any way. We did, however, receive enough responses
from each of these areas - especially from the "Black
Belt" counties of West and Southwest Alabama, Eastern
Mississippi and Western Georgia to support our thesis.
These responses, along with personal interviews with
a sizeable number of pastors and lay members of some
of the churches, enabled us to recognize a commonality
of problems throughout these churches.
I spent seven years of personal experience as a
missionary for the historical American Sunday School
Union!® ^ twenty-one county area in Central and South
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Alabama, along with twenty-two years of pastorate in
the same general locale - affording strong support in
the formulation of the problems upon which our attention
is focused in this essay. It appears that these are
typical problems found throughout the rural black churches
contacted.
The limitation of printed material on our subject
posed a real problem in this research, especially as
it relates to "young adults" and the "rural Black church".
We did find, however, some help in such material.
Finally, even though much care is given to the
arrangement of these problems, we confess that while
they may not necessarily be listed in any order of priority
in their relation to each other, each of them has a direct
effect on the church's ability to adequately minister
to "young adults" in the area of Christian education.
While the problems represent those found in typical rural
Black churches, we acknowledge that some churches are
found to have a combination of these problems while others
are found to be completely devoid of them.
First, there is the problem of untrained leadership
in the area of Christian Education.
The key, or bottleneck, to the educational work
of the church is the pastor. His highest priority in
the rural church, like that of pastors in most churches.
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is usually considered preaching. For this he was called
and ordained and trained. But preaching is not an isolated
ministry; it takes place only a few hours a week in most
churches. In many rural churches, preaching occurs only
a few hours a month, and often as few as one hour per
month.
The pastor cannot expect to train the church through
preaching alone. If he is to help young people establish
Christian homes, train their chilren at home and at church,
he must be equipped to guide them in all areas of life.
Young people need more than the preaching ministry in
their churches. They need to be equipped to work out
their sociological, psychological and vocational matters,
as well as their spiritual matters. Preaching alone
cannot do this. It may inspire, support, encourage and
exhort them, but the pastor cannot expect preaching to
take the place of Christian education in the church.
Just as he is trained in the art of effective
preaching, the pastor also, in order to do an effective
job, must be trained in the administration of Christian
education. Just as he is trained to feel the
responsibility for the overall cooperative work of the
church, the pastor needs to also know the function of
Christian education in the total church program.
The pastor of rural churches can benefit much by,
first, being better trained himself in Christian education.
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and then by training others in the mechanics and knowledge
of Christian education. For just as preaching alone
cannot meet all the needs of the parishioners, neither
can the pastor alone be responsible for all the teaching
in the church. He must prepare lay persons to share
in this very important ministry of the church, thereby
enabling the church to better minister to all of its
members and their particular areas of need, and, especially
to the young adults who are busily engaged in the working
out of their life's problems.
In many rural churches, the problem of apathy, or
the lack of interest in Christian education is found.
The apathy often exists in both pastor and/or member.
For instance, the pastor may be interested in Christian
education, but he may face real difficulty in stimulating
the congregation to the point of becoming involved in
the same. He may then become discouraged to the point
of never attempting to raise their level of interest
again, or he may search for persons within the church
who are interested and attempt to lead them into a program
of Christian education. As so often is the case, after
experiencing real difficulty, the pastor may resign the
notion of Christian education all together and join them
in their state of apathy. Such apathy greatly inhibits
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the church in meeting the needs of its young people as
they work through the stages of becoming mature Christian
adults.
Rural Black churches can benefit much by developing
ways to create and maintain interest in Christian education
among its young adults. For through this ministry, the
church will be able to offer counseling and programs
which will assist in directing young persons as they
strive to develop into useful Christian men and women.
The irregularity of worship services or meeting
Sundays is another significant problem in the rural Black
church as related to Christian education among young
adults.
As previously stated, the Black rural church is
basically a weekend operation. The rural churches still
hold services too infrequent to do an effective job in
the ministry of Christian education for their members,
and especially for the young adults whose lives are
literally buzzing with problems to be solved and questions
to be answered in their search for life's fulfillment.
Although some rural Black churches have Sunday
services on one or two Sundays a month, others have
preaching and Sunday school each week and that is the
extent of their ministry. Still other rural churches,
like many in urban areas, are like a beehive Sunday after
22
Sunday and during the week. they are engaged in many
kinds of activities week after week. There are several
reasons for the infrequent meetings of the rural churches.
The two most noted are that rural pastors tend to have
more than one church. This writer even talked to one
pastor who boasted of having eight rural churches, two
for each Sunday. The second most common reason given
is that infrequent services allow regular fellowship
between the churches in the rural community.
One does not have to be an expert on the Black church
to be able to see that these factors are not conducive
to an effective Christian education program in many of
these rural churches.
Young adults need constant help and guidance in
working out their problems as they relate to the formation
of life styles, the choosing of their life vocations,
their making choices of companions, etc.
Out-moded and irrelevant teaching methods and
practices is another significant problem shared by a
large number of rural Black churches.
Although the rural Black church has experienced
a certain degree of success through its long practiced
method of "mono logue" class sessions, it is without
doubt that this method of teaching is rapidly becoming
out-dated to young adults, most of whom have been exposed
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to the more effective "dialogue" method of teaching in
high school, college, or in some other teacher-student
related situations.
According to Howe:
"Education depends upon communication.
Communication is not easily accomplished and
therefore, neither is education. The purpose
of communication is to bring about a meeting
of meaning between two or more persons which
requires dialogue and not monologue".
This practice of "telling" people what they ought
to know and do is widely prevalent in the Black church,
both urban and rural, and may have been introduced to
the Black church from any of the following sources:
"Oral tradition practiced by the African
in his home land and continued to be practiced
upon his arrival in America during and after
slavery, may well be the root source of this
"telling" practice in the Black church. It
is characterized by its monological verbalization
wherein one person usually does the acting
or speaking on significant events that may
have occured in his own or in the life of his
people. There is a striking similarity between
the oral tradition and the monological teaching
practices used widely in rural Black churches."!^
The "monological" method of teaching may have been
introduced to and perpetuated in the Black church because
of the Inadequacies of church facilities which were usually
designed to accomodate a preaching ministry and not
Christian education. Therefore, when there was an occasion
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for teaching, it usually was done either with one teacher
in mass assembly, or with several groups taught in the
same room at the same time, neither of which was conducive
for creating an atmosphere for dialogue on communication
in this mass setting.
Very often, the teacher utilizing this monological
method of teaching, because of his age and/or experience,
will prevent communication from taking place. He
therefore, miserably fails in his attempt to effectively
teach these young adults who are quite comfortable in
sharing in discussions. It would be much more beneficial
to use the dialogical method rather than the monological
method. The dialogical method allows communication to
take place, and this makes it possible for a meeting
of minds of teacher and student and therefore education
can take place. The rural Black church therefore, if
it is to appeal to its young adults and stimulate an
interest in Christian education, must re-think its teaching
methods and provide an atmosphere for dialogue between
student and teachers.
Inadequate facilities is another major problem in
the promotion of Christian education among young adults
in rural Black churches.
Although this problem is mentioned in conjunction
with the previous listed problem of out-dated and
irrelevant teaching methods and practices, we feel that
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its magnitude warrants our dealing with it as a major
barrier between young adults in the rural Black church,
as far as Christian education is concerned.
As previously stated, in the Black church preaching
is considered to be the highest priority; everything
else is considered secondary. Therefore, church houses
are built to accomodate the preaching ministry with little
or no provision made for other important ministries of
the church, such as that of Christian education, recreation
and the like. Ella Mitchell, addressing this problem,
states the following:
Another interesting flaw shared by black
and white was a strong fascination with
burgeoning buildings - monuments to the pride
of both clergy and laity.
The irony among blacks was that once the
building had been erected and the notes paid
off, use of the building was still at least
a hundred years behind the time."20
The lack of convenient space is an all-too familiar
problem in the rural Black church, and this lack of space
has a direct relationship between the loss of interest
among "young adults" in the rural church. Classes have
to be combined or taught in mass. Noise levels and other
distracting activities prevent serious meditation or
reflections on lessons taught and a whole gamut of other
problems are encountered as a result of inadequate
facilities in the rural Black church.
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To eliminate this problem, many rural churches are
adding on new classrooms and recreation facilities and
others are either buying or building new houses altogether.
But far too many of our rural churches are either content
with these inadequacies, or for whatever reason, are
just not able to improve their facilities, thereby,
remaining at a serious disadvantage so far as their
administration of Christian education to their young
adults is concerned.
Finally, continued migratory trends of "young adults"
is an ever lingering problem in rural Black churches
in the ministry of Christian education to them.
"Young adults" in the rural are usually thought
of as persons who will soon be leaving the area in search
of better jobs; to get married and settle elsewhere;
to go into military service or to venture forth in search
of a better life for themselves.
The lack of available jobs in rural communities
makes it most imperative that young men and women leave
them in search of "the better life." Foremost in the
minds of most "young adults" in rural areas is the
obsession to some day leave the country setting and settle
in some larger urban center. This continuing trend has
a lasting effect in the local church, for the departure
of young people often leaves the local church without
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prepared persons with innovative programs and ideas to
share with the church and community. The local church
therefore, has to rely on other "willing” persons who
may not be prepared.
Even though most "young adults" in rural Black
churches are obsessed with the idea of leaving the rural
area in search of their life's fulfillment, and their
time in the church and community is limited. the local
church must not be devoid of its responsibility to minister
to them in the area of Christian education. For this
is the time in which they could benefit the most from
the nurture and guidance of the church.
On the other hand, many of the "young adults" in
these rural churches are somewhat "turned off" with the
church for any number of reasons and the notion of leaving
the area sort of eliminates the need for them to seek




Although we have pointed out some of the many problems
of Christian education among "young adults" in rural
black churches found in the Southern United States, we
admit that we have not dealt with all such problems that
exist in these churches in the area of young adult and
Christian education.
We do feel, however, that the problems cited are
some of the most prevalent problems that are found in
such churches. We also admit that while we have looked
at the problems, little attempt is made to solve these
problems. One thing, however, is quite clear from
this research, and that is the need for the continuing
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